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Create your own ‘English Bubble’

The best way to learn a language is
undoubtedly to go to a country that
only uses that language and fully
immerse yourself in the language
and its culture. Also, find yourself a
partner or roommate who can only
speak that language and move in
with them. Don’t worry if your
language ability is still rudimentary.
When you’re arguing about whose
turn it is to do the dishes you’ll
magically find the right words to get
your point across.

But what if you don’t want to leave
Japan and already have a partner (or
pet) who you’re very happy with?
You need to create your own
‘English Bubble.’

What is an ‘English Bubble?” Well,
believe it or not, there are plenty of
people in Japan who are able to exist
within their own exclusive English
Bubble. If you pay a visit to certain
parts of Hiroo, Azabu-Juban, or
Roppongi Hills you’ll see Americans
and Brits (and a few Aussies, Kiwis,
Irish, and Canadians) ordering
burgers, pizza, and fish and chips in
English while paying wildly inflated
prices. They work and play with
other people just like themselves.
Their kids go to international
schools where speaking Japanese is
forbidden. A lot of the diplomats
based in Tokyo also inhabit this
English Bubble. They go to parties
at each others’ embassies and chat to
each other in English. They have
almost zero interaction with
Japanese people (unless they employ
them). Interestingly, this English
Bubble seems to envelop the local
Japanese population of these areas as
well. The Japanese people playing
with their kids in the parks in this
part of Tokyo only seem to speak to
them in English (I'm not joking!).
It’s almost like they want to blend in
and become part of the ‘bubble.’

There is a German word ‘umwelt’
that is also used in English to
describe “the world as it is

experienced by a particular
organism.” Basically, what this
means is that everyone experiences
the world in their own idiosyncratic
way. If you are a wealthy expat or
diplomat you can basically enjoy
exactly the same kind of lifestyle in
Tokyo that you would enjoy ‘back
home.” You never have to speak
Japanese, you never have to eat
Japanese food; it’s almost as if you
never left your home country. What
this means is that your kids can fit
back into life ‘back home’
seamlessly because they have only
been communicating in English all
the time they have been in Japan.
They don’t tend to experience the
same culture shock that Japanese
kikokushijo experience when
returning to Japan from abroad.
Crucially, their English language
ability has not atrophied while they
have been away. If anything, it has
improved because of regular
interaction with different types of
English speakers.

So, how do you go about changing
your umwelt and creating your own
English Bubble?

Firstly, change the settings on your
smartphone and laptop to English. If
you update Facebook or Twitter,
only do it in English. Find friends
who want to improve their English
and only converse with them in
English. Try to befriend people who
are not Japanese who can speak
English. Send LINE messages only
in English. Watch movies in English
without the Japanese subtitles. Stop
watching TV and watch programs
online from English-speaking
countries. If you’re traveling on the
train, listen to a podcast in English.
If you’re driving around, listen to an
audiobook in English. Only have
English magazines or books in the
house. The permutations are almost
infinite.

You must also tell yourself that
“English is easy!” Lots of people

who will never be as intelligent as
you can speak English. The only
reason that they can and you can’t is
because they have obeyed Malcolm
Gladwell’s ‘10,000 hour rule’— they
have had the necessary amount of
exposure to something to gain
mastery over it. If you can succeed
in creating your own English
Bubble, eventually the same thing
will happen by osmosis. Aim for 10
hours of exposure to English a day.
At that rate, you should ascend to
expert level within 3 years. If you
can only manage 5 hours a day,
well.....do the math!

Many Japanese students study
English abroad. But a lot of them
make the mistake of inhabiting a
‘Japanese Bubble.” They only
associate with other Japanese
students, and if they have a part-time
job, it’s usually working in a
Japanese restaurant. They come back
to Japan with their English at the
same level as it was before they left.
This just goes to show that we can
create our own ‘bubbles’ wherever
we go. It all depends on how
disciplined we are.

I had a friend who lived in Tokyo
and looked completely Japanese (he
was a second generation Japanese-
American from Honolulu) but he
couldn’t speak any Japanese at all. It
used to confuse people because he
looked like a typical 45-year-old
Japanese man but when someone
asked him for directions he would
just look at them with total
bewilderment. But, he managed to
get by in Japan because he made
everyone speak to him in English!
Outrageous, | know, but it worked.
Everybody had to step into his
English Bubble to interact with him.
He moved back to Hawaii still
unable to order from a menu in
Japanese or tell anyone how to get to
the nearest station!
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